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Football and National Identity in Scotland
6Einführung des Dekans
_____
Liebe Kolleginnen und Kollegen, liebe Kommilitoninnen 
und Kommilitonen, liebe Gäste, lieber Klaus, 
unter den Verserzählungen des herausragenden Epikers
der zweiten Hälfte des 13. Jahrhunderts, Konrads von 
Würzburg, nimmt sein ‚Turnier von Nantes‘ eine Sonder-
stellung ein. Das hat zwei Gründe. Zweitens: es ist der 
am wenigsten beforschte Erzähltext des Würzburgers; 
weil erstens: das ‚Turnier von Nantes‘ handelt, sofern es 
denn überhaupt von etwas handelt, von Sport und nati-
onaler Identität – und damit von den beiden Themen,
mit denen insbesondere Germanisten heute aus verschie-
denen Gründen nichts mehr anzufangen wissen. Einer 
der jüngsten Versuche, den Text zu retten, stützt sich 
bezeichnenderweise gerade auf dessen vermeintliche 
Sinnfreiheit: als sei die Schilderung einer Massen-Sport-
veranstaltung, bei der die eine Partei – unter Führung 
Richards von Cornwallis, des englisch-deutschen Königs
(1257) – gewinnt und die andere Partei (nämlich die 
französische) nach Kräften vermöbelt, an sich so unpo-
litisch, dass man sie ganz unaufgeregt unter den Schlag-
worten „Autonomie“ und „Fiktionalität“ beerdigen
könnte. Das hat nun durchaus Tradition. Schon der 
Klappentext der Edition von 1925 bewarb das Werk, 
indem er erklärte, hier werde „ein Bild aus dem ritter-
lichen Leben dieser Zeit“ dargereicht und dabei auf 
einem Feld erzählt, „auf dem man sich später viel be-
tätigt hat“. So sieht germanistische Verklemmtheit an-
gesichts mittelalterlicher Sportberichterstattung aus.
Das ‚Turnier von Nantes‘ liefert nun vielleicht kein „Bild 
aus dem ritterlichen Leben dieser Zeit“, versteht man 
darunter ein Sittengemälde, ein Genrebild. Es insze-
niert eine sportliche Großveranstaltung, die durch das 
Gegeneinander zweier „Nationalteams“ alles andere ist 
als ein Freundschaftsspiel. Bedenkt man, daß auf Seiten 
der deutschen Ritter ihr gewählter englischer König mit 
fighting spirit als Teamleader vorangeht (und natürlich 
den Sieg davonträgt), hat das ganze Turnier doch eine 
politische Dimension, die man nicht rundheraus leug-
nen kann. Zumal die Niederlage der Franzosen ziemlich 
gründlich ausfällt. Das Turnier, das Konrad hier fingiert, 
dient wesentlich einer Inszenierung des deutschen Adels 
als unter englischer Flagge zu sich selbst gekommener 
Siegermannschaft. Es suggeriert – und sicher ein Stück 
weit gegen die historische Realität –, wie sich über das 
erfolgreich absolvierte adlige Spiel so etwas wie natio-
nale Identität herausbildet. Und die scheint es immer 
schon akzeptiert zu haben, wenn ein edler Engländer 
vorangeht. Das ist heute, wo sich die deutschnationa-
len Helden hinter einem Polen bzw. Brasilianer in vor-
derster Spitze versammeln, ja auch nicht anders.
Und damit zum Thema der heutigen Veranstaltung, die 
gewiß von nicht wenigen Kollegen vorab als Komplott 
eingestuft wurde, verstößt sie doch – ihrer Meinung 
nach – gegen das akademische Fairplay. Manche Akade-
miker haben es bis heute nicht recht verstanden, warum 
es andere Akademiker gibt, die ihre wissenschaftliche 
Reputation durch eine ebenso unreflektierte wie freneti-
sche Hinwendung zu Pöbel, Alkohol, Kommerz, Glücks-
spiel, Kriminalität und Fernsehen – mit einem Wort: 
zum Profifußball – leichtfertig aufs Spiel setzen. Ist das
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8womöglich Kompensation, dieweil die Universität all 
dies – insbesondere Alkohol, Kommerz, Glücksspiel, Kri-
minalität und Fernsehen – nicht in hinreichenden Dosen
bereithält? Was gibt, umgekehrt gefragt, derjenige ei-
gentlich auf, der sich aus einer Verankerung in Pöbel, 
Alkohol, Kommerz, Glücksspiel, Kriminalität und Fern-
sehen der Universität zuwendet? Was wird ihm, so fra-
gen sich manche, fehlen außer dem Mief stockfleckiger 
Herrenumkleiden, dem Anblick dickleibiger Drittklas-
semanager mit Zigarillo, Pepitahut und gebündelten 
Geldscheinen, dem beißenden Augenbrennen von durch 
die bierschwangere Vereinsgaststätte wabernden Rauch-
schwaden, außer Muskelkater, blauen Flecken und ech-
ter Männerfreundschaft?
Die Homepage von Klaus Stolz gibt hierüber keine Aus-
kunft. Sollte sie? Hier begegnen wir, Zeile für Zeile, dem 
Akademiker Klaus Stolz: dem Magisterstudenten der Po-
litikwissenschaft, Anglistik und Geschichte an den Uni-
versitäten Freiburg und Edinburgh (1985-1992), dem 
Magister und Promovenden, der den Breisgau 1998 ver-
ließ, um für sechs Jahre Wissenschaftlicher Mitarbeiter
und Lehrbeauftragter am Zentrum für Europa- und 
Nordamerikastudien der Universität Göttingen und zu-
gleich Stellvertretender Leiter der Forschungsgruppe 
„Politik als Beruf“ zu werden. Auslandsaufenthalte in 
Edinburgh und Barcelona (2003) unterbrechen diese 
(vermutlich glückliche) Zeit auf dem Göttinger Campus. 
2004 DFG-Stipendiat, 2005-2007 Habilitand am Semi-
nar für Politikwissenschaft der Georgia Augusta, kehrt 
Klaus Stolz 2007 zurück in die Freiburger Idylle, um 
dort den Lehrstuhl für Vergleichende Regierungslehre 
am Seminar für Wissenschaftliche Politik zu vertreten.
9Spätestens jetzt dürfte das Chemnitzer Scouting-System 
auf ihn aufmerksam geworden sein, denn bereits im 
Sommersemester 2008 vertritt Klaus Stolz die Profes-
sur für Britische und Amerikanische Kultur- und Län-
derstudien an der TU, und er folgt dem Vorgänger Hans 
Kastendiek im Oktober 2008 als ordentlicher Professor 
im Amte nach. Das ist, nicht nur auf dem Papier, eine 
akademische Bilderbuchkarriere: namhafte, im übrigen 
durchaus liberale Traditionsuniversitäten, sinnvoll do-
sierte Auslandsaufenthalte, Vertretungen und zügig er-
eilter Ruf. Es fehlt also eigentlich nichts, auch bei den 
Veröffentlichungen nicht, die Klaus Stolz als Experten 
für Politikerkarrieren, für die Kultur- und Landeskunde 
Schottlands – und für die gesellschaftliche Relevanz des 
Sports ausweisen, zu der er (gemeinsam mit dem renom-
mierten Politikwissenschaftler Peter Lösche) gleichsam 
undercover 2001 den Sammelband ‚Fußballwelten: Zum 
Verhältnis von Sport, Politik, Ökonomie und Gesell-
schaft‘ herausgab. Nein: es fehlt nichts, außer eben der 
Antwort auf die Frage, warum ein ausgewiesener Aka-
demiker den Tresen gegen das Lehrpult, den Spind ge-
gen das Büro, das Runde gegen das Eckige eingetauscht 
hat. – Wir haben im Vorfeld nichts vereinbart, was mich 
hinderte, hier abschließend wenigstens ein paar Über-
legungen dazu anzustellen. Ich greife dazu ganz tief ins 
Archiv des Sportclubs Freiburg, und ich zeige Ihnen ein 
Bild aus dem Sommer 1986, von dem ich mir Hinweise 
auf die Beantwortung meiner Frage hoffe. Warum also 
ward Klaus Stolz Hochschullehrer?
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Ich möchte Ihre Aufmerksamkeit auf zwei Herrschaf-
ten lenken. Das fällt dem Fachmann schwer, erkennt er 
doch gleich eine ganze Reihe prominenter Akteure auf 
diesem Bild. Fußballerisch am perspektivreichsten war 
meiner Einschätzung nach – nur wenige werden sich 
an ihn erinnern – „Sammy“ Souleiman Sane (vordere 
Reihe), ein unglaublich flinker Stürmer in Freiburg und 
Wattenscheid, dem einzig zum Verhängnis wurde, daß 
es vor einem Vierteljahrhundert das Wort „Integration“ 
im Sport noch nicht gab, und der (meist schlecht gema-
nagte) Afrikaner eher eine Art Gastarbeiterstatus friste-
te. Aber Klaus Stolz wollte ja auch nicht Flügelstürmer 
werden.
Kommen wir zu den beiden anderen Herrschaften. Eini-
ge von Ihnen werden sich an jene Zeit erinnern, als die 
kurze – manchmal auch zu kurze oder viel zu kurze – 
Hose (nicht nur in Ostdeutschland) auch im Sport noch 
in Mode war. Der Herr links ist unverkennbar im Trend. 
Sie erkennen zurecht den seinerzeit sehr bedeutenden 
Republikflüchtling, vor kurzem viel zu früh verstorbe-
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nen Jörg Berger, nach seiner spektakulären Flucht aus 
der DDR eine Ikone der Aufrichtigkeit und sportlicher 
Redlichkeit in den westdeutschen Medien; Feuerwehr-
mann, wenns irgendwo bei schwächeren Clubs brannte, 
Schleifer, Kettenraucher, aber als Trainer immer auch 
Kumpel, auch Mensch. Allerdings wollte Klaus Stolz ja 
kein Vereinstrainer werden.
So darf ich Sie hinweisen auf den Herrn mit dem leicht 
dunklen Teint und den schwarzen Haaren, in der hin-
teren Reihe der dritte von rechts. Früher trug er den 
obligatorischen Schnauzbart, war über einige Jahre 
als Mittelstürmer erfolgreich, schoß Tore für Eintracht 
Frankfurt, den VfB Stuttgart und eben den SC Freiburg, 
ehe er – viel zu früh – die aktive Karriere aufgab, in die 
Schweiz ging, seine Trainerausbildung abbrach, Vereine 
im In- und Ausland übernahm und wegen Erfolglosig-
keit meist rasch wieder abgab (sensationell die Serie in 
Karlsruhe mit nur einem Sieg aus 18 Spielen), dann aber 
doch noch als vom Mißerfolg belehrter schwäbischer 
Musterschüler seine Lehrgänge in Köln absolvierte und 
schließlich 2004 beim Deutschen Fußballbund eine 
Bleibe fand. Er hatte, wie die Öffentlichkeit übereinstim-
mend fand, nicht das Charisma seines Vorgängers, dafür 
aber die notwendigen Lizenzen, um ihm zunächst loyal 
zu assistieren und ihn schließlich im Juli 2006 als Chef-
trainer der Deutschen Fußball-Nationalmannschaft zu 
beerben. In der Saison 1986/87 stand das wahrlich noch 
in den Sternen. Aber Klaus Stolz wollte ja auch nicht Na-
tionaltrainer werden.
Lieber Klaus, eigentlich ist so ein Semester ja auch nichts 
anderes als eine Spielzeit. Die Vorlesung dauert 90 Mi-
nuten (sieh da, sieh da); „was zählt is auf‘m Platz“; Foul
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ist, wenn der Professor einen anpfeift, und nach dem Se-
minar ist immer vor dem Seminar. Vielleicht stimmt so-
gar, was der unsterbliche Sir Erich Ribbeck einmal sagte: 
„Konzepte sind Kokolores.“ Eines aber hat sich aus mei-
ner Sichtung Deiner Freiburger Optionen doch ergeben: 
die Posten als Mittel- und Flügelstürmer waren schon 
besetzt, der Vereinstrainerposten auch, ebenso der Bun-
destrainerposten. Wir hier in Chemnitz jedenfalls sind 
froh, daß zur rechten Zeit wenigstens die rechte Profes-
sur frei geworden ist, die sicher keine volle Entschädi-
gung für Deinen Verzicht auf Pöbel, Alkohol, Kommerz, 
Glücksspiel, Kriminalität und Fernsehen bietet, auf der 
einem aber erfahrungsgemäß auch nicht langweilig wer-
den muß. Ich übergebe hiermit die Spielführerbinde und 
freue mich als Mediävist, Dekan und rechter Läufer auf 





Football and National Identity in Scotland
_____
1. Introduction
Anybody who was around the refectory of this univer-
sity during the World Cup in June 2010 will have in-
stinctively sensed that football and national identity are 
closely linked. A crowd of people dressed and painted 
in black-red-gold met to watch a sports tournament 
that took place at the other end of the world. Flags were 
waved, chants were sung and tears were shed. Town and 
gown were in this together. There were students, profes-
sors, there was clerical staff, but also youths from city 
and its surroundings. Why would all these people cheer 
and support a team of professional footballers whom 
they have never met before and whose life has nothing to 
do with their own daily conduct. The answer, of course 
is, because this team represents Germany – their nation.
In Benedict Anderson’s famous words nations are “imag-
ined communities”.1 This does not mean that they are 
not real. On the contrary, nations are among the most 
powerful political communities. What it does mean, 
though, is that they only become real (and they are only 
reproduced) by our own recognition of our special rela-
tionship with each other, the recognition of a common 
bond with our fellow countrymen. Sport (or football for 
this matter), it has been said, serves as a constant re-
minder of this relationship.2 It is in the most popular 
sport around the world – football –, one may argue, that 
the bond of solidarity that is said to make up the nation 
is most vividly experienced and enacted.
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Of course, nations are not created by football, but nei-
ther have they emerged out of the blue. Instead, a na-
tion is historically and institutionally embedded. In most 
cases it is the state (the so-called nation-state) that not 
only marks the boundaries of this community, but also 
stimulates and reinforces its recognition. There is one 
government to elect, one law to follow, a common edu-
cation system instructing young citizens in the history of 
their nation etc. As Ernest Gellner argued, it is the state 
that makes the nation, not the other way around.3 
But state and nation are not always congruent. In my 
field of study – British and American Studies – there 
are a number of so-called stateless nations (e.g. Quebec, 
Wales). The most interesting and instructive case with 
regard to the relationship between football and national 
identity in a stateless nation is without any doubt the 
case of Scotland.
In the following I will thus investigate the relationship 
between football and national identity in Scotland in 
more detail. To make one thing quite clear: this is not the 
final report of a particular research project. So do not ex-
pect any definite answers to my questions. Instead, what 
I am trying to do here is to present some avenues that 
have been pursued and some perspectives that might be 
fruitfully applied in order to get a closer idea of this re-
lationship. In doing so, I will hopefully also provide you 
with some insight into the characteristics of British and 
American Studies at Chemnitz University of Technology, 
most noticeably its broad, multidisciplinary approach 
and its strong rootedness in historical analysis.
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My presentation is divided into four main parts. Fol-
lowing this introduction, I will briefly sketch out 
Scotland’s peculiar position within the United Kingdom 
and the specific form in which football is organised (and 
worshipped) in Scotland. This part is mainly descrip-
tive and will highlight some of the anomalies of the Scot-
tish nation and Scottish football, leading to some major 
questions about their relationship. In part three, I will 
take a sociological perspective: does football strengthen 
an overall sense of Scottishness or is it a divisive force 
in Scottish society? In other words, does football foster 
a common national identity or does it highlight existing 
class, religious, geographic or gender divisions. In the 
next section (part four), I will then move from football’s 
overall significance for the formation and persistence 
of a national identity in Scotland, to the more concrete 
impact football has or may have on the shape this iden-
tity takes (and the way it could be politically mobilised). 
What does football add to the meaning of Scottishness 
and what kind of Scottishness is represented in football? 
This perspective draws largely on a semiotic approach 
– analysing the meaning generated by football practices 
in Scotland. In part five, I will introduce a historical per-
spective, that is I will focus on the changing role foot-
ball has played in both the above questions over time. 
Are there different historical periods to be detected and 
how is the relationship between football and Scottish 
national identity altered by current social, political and 
cultural developments? Finally, I will briefly summarise 
my main findings and argue for a pluralistic, multidis-
ciplined research approach to football and to culture in 
general.
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2. The Scottish game: Football in a Stateless Nation
In 1707 the once independent Scotland has voluntarily 
joined into a union with England forming what is since 
known as the United Kingdom. Scotland has been inte-
grated politically and economically into this Union and 
has clearly benefited from it especially in the days of the 
Empire. At the same time though Scotland has retained 
its own distinct civic society based upon the pillars of Kirk, 
Law and Education (Scotland’s Presbyterian Church of 
Scotland, and its distinct legal and educational system). 
For quite a long time – including the century of national-
ism, the 19th century – Scotland seemed to be quite happy 
within this Union. It developed a form of “dual identity”, 
where for most Scots their clear and distinct Scottishness 
did endorse rather than contradict their Britishness.
Nationalism, in the sense of a political mobilisation in fa-
vour of Scottish autonomy or even independence, came 
very late to Scotland. It gained ground in the 1970s and 
came into full force after Margaret Thatcher’s less than 
benign premiership over Scotland in the 1980s. As a re-
sult Scotland got its own devolved parliament in 1999, 
responsible for a large part of its domestic affairs, while 
the UK Parliament at Westminster remains in charge of 
major issues such as economic, fiscal and foreign policy 
for the whole of Britain. The Scottish nation has found a 
new political expression, but it remains within the Brit-
ish state.
Football – since its origin in its modern form in the 
middle of the 19th century – has been an important part 
of Scottish life. At least in these early days, Scotland in 
turn had also been a major player in international foot
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ball. The Scottish Football Association (SFA) was formed 
in 1873 as the second football association in the world. It 
represented Scottish clubs that – at that time – were also 
affiliated to the UK wide Football Association (FA) that 
had been founded in England 10 years before. In 1887, 
however, the SFA separated from the FA down in Eng-
land (over a dispute about professionalism in football). 
Since then Scotland has its own football league (domi-
nated by Celtic Glasgow and Glasgow Rangers) and its 
own national team. Scotland took part in the first inter-
national football match (against England) in 1872. It was 
a leading football nation throughout the first half of the 
20th century, with Celtic Glasgow sometimes depicted 
as the best team of the world during the 1930s. Scotland 
holds many records with regard to match attendance fig-
ures (there were about 150.000 spectators at the Scottish 
cup final in 1933) and it is still one of the countries with 
the highest density of football league clubs per head.4
The Scottish national team has remained relatively suc-
cessful until the end of the 20th century. Representing a 
nation of just five million people, they regularly qualified 
for major tournaments such as the World Cup (although 
they never progressed to the second round). Ironically, 
since Scotland has been given its own parliament, its na-
tional football team has not qualified for a major tour-
nament (World Cup or European Championships) any-
more.
So football seems to be strongly interwoven in the fab-
ric of Scottish society. But what is the exact relationship 
between football, national identity and nationalism in 
Scotland? I will start my investigation with a sociologi-
cal account.
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3. Sociology: Football – Dividing or Unifying the Nation?
Despite its more or less obvious significance, sport does 
not feature very prominently in sociological studies 
concerned with the formation of national identities. 
This goes for recent accounts of British identity such as 
Keith Robbin‘s book on Britishness5 as well as for Dave 
McCrone‘s brilliant analysis of Scotland as a stateless 
nation.6
In the Scottish case this is perhaps less surprising than 
elsewhere, because here, the national sport – football – 
has come to be seen quite widely as a highly divisive so-
cial force. Sociological research on football in Scotland 
has until recently strongly focussed on ethnic and reli-
gious divisions and their representation in Scottish club 
football. The dominant narrative here is depicting a 
strong “sectarianism” and even “tribalism” between the 
Irish Catholic segment of Scottish society represented 
first and foremost by Celtic Football Club and a strong-
ly anti-Catholic unionist Protestantism epitomised in 
Glasgow Rangers. Far beyond mere rivalry, the relation-
ship between the two camps is described as a deep ha-
tred that is apparently reflective of a segregated Scottish 
society.7 Scottish football is seen as tainted by an eth-
nicreligious conflict that has its origins not in Scotland, 
but in Northern Ireland.
This dominant view, though, has not remained unchal-
lenged. Bert Moorhouse – Director of the Research Unit 
in Football Studies at Glasgow University – has contin-
uously rejected this story as over-simplistic and anachro-
nistic. He points out that structural data – even for the 
West of Scotland, where most of the Scottish Catholics
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are concentrated – show inter-denominational mar-
riage-patterns and housing patterns, indicating rather 
harmonious ethnic and religious relations.8 To counter 
what he describes as mere anecdotal evidence from the 
“sectarianism”-school, Moorhouse conducted a large-
scale attitudinal survey of hard-core Rangers support-
ers.9 And indeed, in this survey he did not find strong 
evidence of a narrow ethnic-religious identity. Instead, 
Rangers supporters seemed to be predominantly inter-
ested in the sportive success of their club, overwhelm-
ingly rejecting, for example, the imposition of any con-
straint with regard to the clubs signing policy, such as 
the practice of not signing Catholic players.
This dispute is far from over. In fact there is an ongo-
ing heated academic exchange among a small group of 
Scottish football sociologists, with regard to the real sig-
nificance of the Celtic-Rangers antagonism. Claims and 
counter claims are made, supported by different forms 
of empirical evidence. What seems quite obvious is that 
the ethno-religious identities of the two “Old Firm” clubs 
die hard. Despite the growing secularization in Scotland, 
still 88% per cent of Rangers supporters and even 93% 
of Celtic supporters define themselves as Protestants and 
Catholics respectively.10 53% of Celtic supporters admit 
their preference for the Irish national team.11 Whether 
this ethno-religious antagonism is a reflection or indeed 
a stimulus of an “anti-Irish racism”, “anti-Catholic preju-
dice” or “anti-Protestantism” in the wider Scottish socie-
ty (as Finn suggests) is still disputed.12 Even Moorhouse, 
however, in a recent report to the Scottish Government, 
accepted that there still is a widespread perception of 
sectarianism among Scottish football fans (with the no-
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table exception of Rangers supporters) and a clear need 
to develop strategies to tackle this problem.13
While the ethnic-religious divide is clearly the most 
prominent division in Scottish football, it is by no means 
the only one that weakens the link between football and 
Scottish national identity. Football supporters in Scot-
land are still predominantly male, white, working class 
and from an urban lowland background. Thus, women, 
ethnic minorities, the middle classes and the Highlands 
seem to be largely excluded from an identity formation 
via football.
Yet football in Scotland has also a great unifying poten-
tial. Scotland is one of the four so-called home nations 
of the United Kingdom, which for historical reasons are 
allowed to have their own football association and their 
own national team, even though they are no independ-
ent nation-states. Thus, unlike other so-called stateless 
nations, such as Catalonia or Quebec, Scotland is in pos-
session of one of the most potent symbols of nationhood 
in modern times: its own national football team. Not 
doubt, it is football, more than anything else that has put 
Scotland on the international map. In turn, this inter-
national competition is forging a national identity in a 
way not possible in any other aspirant region or state-
less nation in the world. “Those who already have strong 
nationalist feelings about Scotland can be attracted to 
the football scene”.14 What is more important, though, is 
that by providing an ideal opportunity for the expression 
of Scottish identity, football serves as a constant popular 
reminder of its national identity to the rest of the na-
tion. As a form of what Michael Billig calls “banal na-
tionalism” national football events and rituals resemble
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“a flag being consciously waved with fervent passion” as 
opposed to a “flag hanging unnoticed on the public buil-
ding”.15
One other major unifying force of Scottish football ar-
guably remains England. Despite the breakaway of the 
Scottish Football Association from the English FA in 
1887, Scottish football seems to remain strongly defined 
by its relationship with its southern neighbour. As Moor-
house stated, “English football conditions, and possibly 
creates, essential elements in Scottish football [...]”, and 
in doing so it fosters “a particular kind of nationalism”.16
The main socio-economic feature of this relationship has 
been the financial dependence of Scottish clubs upon 
transfers to the English league. As a consequence, the 
Scottish league is regularly deprived of its most talented 
and skilful players. This form of “internal colonialism”, 
to use Michael Hechter’s famous concept,17 has “a vari-
ety of effects which feed into Scottish popular culture in 
complex, and apparently contradictory ways”.18 On the 
one hand this “cheque book plundering” creates a sense 
of loss and fatalism. Again Scotland “is bought and sold 
for English gold”. Yet at the same time these transfers 
are also a source of enormous pride. The small Scottish 
nation is supplying not only its own league, but also that 
of its supposedly superior neighbour with football tal-
ent. The names of these so-called “Anglos” (those Scots 
who play in the English league) are household names 
throughout most of Scotland, from Denis Law and Ken-
ny Dalglish in the 1960s and 1980s to the likes of Darren 
Fletcher and James McFadden today.
The second persistent link to English football regards
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the structure of mass media in Scotland. While media 
based in Scotland is strongly focussing on football north 
of the border, Scotland is also served by national, i.e. 
England based, media, which does focus on the Eng-
lish league. Thus, Scottish football coverage tends to be 
structured around a comparison with the English game. 
This constant point of reference outside Scotland, and 
indeed the very comparison with the old enemy, obscu-
res existing internal divisions in favour of its relation-
ship as a collective entity vis-a-vis the Other: England. 
As Moorhouse concludes “Scottish football [...] is bound 
up in an odd quasi-nationalistic drama in which its per-
petual role is as underdog, if not downright victim”.19
Sociological research on the role of football in Scotland 
has come a long way since its early manifestations in the 
1970 and 80s. Today we have elaborate surveys of var-
ious sub-groups of football fans, which have improved
our knowledge of their attitudes and their identities. 
What is still missing, though, is research on the signifi-
cance of football for a wider, non-football audience.
For, in my opinion, the real importance of football as 
part of Scottish popular culture is that it affects not only 
the die-hard fan, but society as a whole. Organising foot-
ball – the most popular sport on the British Isles – on 
a Scottish rather than a UK basis has been instrumental 
in the process of incorporating the working classes into 
Scottish civic society. In providing this link, football has 
supported the material base and social infrastructure 
of civic Scotland like no other Scottish institution, safe 
perhaps of the Church of Scotland. The existence of a 
separate Scottish league may have highlighted the divi-
sions within Scottish society, but it has created a constant
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focus of national debate and interaction that has over 
time and via indirect spill-overs also affected much of 
the middle-classes. 
This is particularly obvious with regard to the Scottish 
media. As the historian Christopher Harvie remarked: 
“[...] in a nation which always read its newspaper from 
the back, it [football] gave the press a good financial 
reason to emphasise its Scottishness”.20 In a study con-
ducted in the 1980s, 22% of Scottish readers conceded 
that they bought their newspaper for the football news.21 
Thus football helped the circulation of Scottish papers 
(like the Daily Record), which, in turn, ensured that all 
other aspects of social and cultural life were perceived 
from a Scottish point of view. So Scottish attitudes and 
believe systems may not be shaped directly by Scottish 
football, but they are shaped by a media structure that 
has been sustained, at least partly by the separate organ-
isation of football in Scotland.
4. Semiotics: The Meaning of Football in Scotland
But what kind of Scottishness is reflected, reproduced 
and projected in Scottish football? For this question a 
semiotic approach seems to be quite appropriate. The 
challenge here is to extract meaning from everyday cul-
tural practices in relation to Scottish football by analy-
sing its routine signs and the sense of nation they are 
communicating. This is of course a herculean task that 
very much depends on the selection of the concrete 
object of study and the context in which it is analysed. 
Consequently there are many different and even contra-
dictory readings of Scottish football‘s particular contri-
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bution to Scottish identity.
The Scottish nationalist intelligentsia has long been 
highly critical of football and its importance for Scottish 
identity. Hugh MacDiarmid, one of Scotland‘s finest po-
ets, once imagined Ibrox football stadium – the home 
of Glasgow Rangers – to be turned into a vast lecture 
hall.22 [I am not quite sure what Rangers fans would 
have made of this]. Tom Nairn, one of Scotland‘s leading 
Marxist thinkers, condemned the Scottish football world 
altogether as mindless sub-cultural nationalism.23 Just 
like the literary tradition of the Kailyard, like the High-
land myths and their modern manifestation in Tartanry,
Scottish football was seen as populist, as parochial, back-
ward minded, and a-political. Despite its ritualistic anti-
Englishness it never seriously challenged the Union. 
When Jim Sillars, a leading nationalist politician, lost 
his parliamentary seat in 1992 he thus denounced the 
Scots as “90 minute nationalists”. Scottish football, to-
gether with other sub-cultural manifestations, was seen 
as a mere surrogate for a culture that would be really en-
gaging with the complexities of modern life in Scotland.
This reading is perhaps best exemplified by looking at 
one of the most prominent manifestations of Scottish-
ness across the world: the Tartan Army. Like all Scots 
abroad, the supporters of the Scottish football team 
have to put the message across: we are not England. But 
what kind of positive Scottish image do they project? To 
answer this question a look at the many internet web-
sites reporting Tartan Army trips in all detail is highly 
instructive.
What is most striking is in how much Scottish fans make
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use of the traditional symbols of Scottish culture. What 
you can see on almost all the pictures is: kilts, tartanry, 
alcohol, singing, dancing, the bagpipes. These are the 
classic symbols of Scotland throughout the world – yet 
these are basically symbols of the Scottish past (not the 
present), these are symbols of a Highland culture (not of 
the Scottish lowlands or any common Scottish culture), 
and of course they represent a highly distorted picture 
of this past and this culture. What we are witnessing all 
over the world, wherever the Scottish national football 
team is playing, is an amazingly large group of Scots, 
male Scots to be sure, in their majority from an urban 
lowland background, dressing up in Highland costume 
(in a dress they would not like to be seen in on their 
own street), singing songs of hills and glens (not of their 
housing estate), all this in order to enjoy a great pissup. 
Clearly, this is the mindless sub-cultural nationalism 
Tom Nairn was writing about. Or is it?
A quite different reading comes from the Scottish so-
ciologist Richard Guilianotti, one of the world-leading 
football academics. According to his quite extensive re-
search about and amongst the Tartan Army (for he was 
studying them as a participant observer) the social and 
cultural practices of Scotland supporters are much more 
complex, than any analysis of their imagery would sug-
gest. For him, it is clear, that on the whole Scottish fans 
are quite conscious that their imagery represents a dis-
torted version of Scottish culture. However, this reduc-
tionist approach is part of a strategy to create a unitary 
form of fan identity that can overcome internal divisions 
relating to religion, age, region, social class and so on.
This fan-identity is created around “shared attitudes of
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sociable drinking, anti-Englishness, masculine identity 
and gregarious fandom”,24 yet this identity is not fixed. 
Instead, it is rather fluid, incorporating traditional as 
well as progressive traits. Thus the frequent usage of 
the Highland emblems, for example, is tongue-in-cheek 
more often than not. It is ironic and playful rather than 
to be taken for face value. It is part of the carnevalesque 
quality of fandom, which has become increasingly im-
portant.
Anti-Englishness, on the other hand, has lost some of its 
defining quality or this quality has at least been radically 
transformed. Years ago, Scottish anti-Englishness found 
its most common expression in a direct and often quite 
violent confrontation with English fans, most notably in 
the annual “friendly” match between Scotland and Eng-
land that was suspended in 1989 exactly because of the 
unruly behaviour of both fan groups.25
With the shifting focus of Tartan Army fans to truly in-
ternational games and tournaments its identity has also 
undergone major change. In fact, the Tartan Army has 
since won UEFA and FIFA fair-play awards for their 
friendly and sporting conduct. Scottish fans still explic-
itly define themselves in direct opposition to English 
fans, though now the contrasting image is English hooli-
ganism. The new standard line is: we are not hooligans, 
we are friendly fans, we are not English, we are Scottish. 
The Tartan Army is projecting Scotland as outgoing and 
internationalist vis-a-vis a chauvinistic and parochial 
England.
Giulianotti has even gone so far as to depict the pursuit 
of Scottish fans as coming close to an “egalitarian form
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of sociability that is free from material or other axes of 
inequality”.26 Supporters engage in playful, expressive, 
care-free and joking forms of social inter-action with no 
material interest or any other form of egoistic agenda 
behind. New social acquaintances are made both among 
fellow Scottish fans but also with supporters of rival 
teams, thus fostering inter-cultural exchange. In doing 
so, they promote an egalitarian Scottish culture, which 
might not be a realistic picture of Scottish society, yet 
which nevertheless resonates with other popular con-
structions of Scottish identity.
Recent studies have also questioned the a-political na-
ture of Scotland’s football nationalism. It appears that 
for members of the Tartan Army this expression of their 
national identity is not necessarily a surrogate for the 
real thing, i.e. for political nationalism. Instead, a dis-
proportionally high share of them is actually voting for 
the Scottish National Party (SNP).27
The two oppositional readings I have presented here – 
on the one hand the Tartan Army as a bunch of a-po-
litical, anti-English lager louts and on the other hand 
the idea of a rather sophisticated group of almost post-
national Scottish ambassadors are – of course – in no 
way the only possible readings of the Tartan Army. Nor 
is the Tartan Army the only potential object of analysis. 
In order to make sense, or yield meaning out of Scottish 
football the focus should indeed be directed to the most 
profane and seemingly banal cultural practices. The 
imagery and the social interaction of football supporters
is certainly one of them, the representation of football 
and football related activities in creative writing, in films 
and the media would be others.
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5. History: The Changing Role of Football in Scottish So-
ciety and Culture
These latest example have shown that culture and iden-
tity are concepts that cannot be analysed statically. They 
are in flux. They are in a constant process of being built 
and rebuild, constructed and reconstructed. Thus, any 
cultural analysis needs a historical perspective.
Since its early days Scottish football has changed its or-
ganisational form, its social base, its appeal to fans and 
the general public, its economic foundations yet also – 
of course – its style, the very interaction to be seen on 
the pitch. All these changes did not happen in a vacuum. 
They can be explained and have to be explained in rela-
tion to other social, cultural and political developments.
A particularly important period in this respect is the time 
of the formation of football as the national Scottish game 
in the late 19th and early 20th century. Unlike the Irish 
and of course the Americans, Scotland has not taken the 
route of constructing a sporting nationalism around dis-
tinctively national traditions – although, in the game 
of shinty it already had a national game. Instead Scot-
land had chosen football – a universal game, but also 
the game of the politically dominant nation, England 
– as a vehicle to convey its national aspirations. This 
was done by way of organisational differentiation (the 
separate Football Association) yet also by attributing its 
own symbols and emblems and some would say its own 
innate qualities (of passion and skill) to the game.
Thus, according to the historian Michael Lynch, before 
the First World War, football supplied the Scots with an 
important focus for their Scottishness.28 From a present
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day perspective, Scotland without football, perhaps with 
shinty as its national game, is hardly conceivable. Yet 
the current situation was not the only possible scenario 
to emerge. Instead it is the result of a critical juncture 
about 100 years ago, that set the path not only for Scot-
tish football, but also for its immense significance for 
Scottish national identity.
The exact meaning of football in this respect has, of 
course, changed over time. Up until the 1960s, the sep-
arate organisation of football along with many other 
organisations of Scottish civic society has been seen as 
highly functional for the political Union, as it allowed a 
dual identity to emerge that did not threaten the British 
state. During this long period football rivalry with Eng-
land was still relatively friendly.
This began to change in the 1970s and 1980s when so-
cial and economic decline, the discovery of Scottish oil, 
the advent of political nationalism and last but not least 
the politics of Thatcherism provided for a deep intensi-
fication of this rivalry with the English. Until it was aban-
doned the annual friendly against England had been the 
prime opportunity to celebrate this mutual animosity.
The relevance of the political context was sometimes 
even reflected in the confrontations in the stadium. 
Thus, when Scottish fans in 1977 (in the middle of the 
first devolution debate) took some of the turf from the 
Wembley stadium in London, they were chanting “Give 
Us an Assembly [i.e. a Scottish Parliament] and We’ll 
Give You Back Your Wembley”.29 Politics spilled over 
into the football stadium.
A direct effect of football on Scottish politics – the re-
verse perspective – has been purported for the World 
Cup of 1978 in Argentina. The early elimination of the 
Scottish team, which started with great expectations, at 
this tournament and the confirmation of a typical Scot-
tish “we are rubbish” mentality that came with it, are still 
quoted by some academics as one reason why Scotland 
did not embrace political devolution in the 1979 refer-
endum.30 So football in this period reproduced quite 
negative images, both of the English enemy, but also of 
Scotland itself.
Today, we are in a completely different period. The estab-
lishment of a Scottish Parliament on the one hand, and 
globalisation and internationalisation on the other, have 
changed the whole social, cultural and political context. 
The establishment of the first Scottish Parliament since 
1707, for example, can be seen as an indicator for the po-
litical maturity of Scotland that may weaken its fixation 
with football as an expression of nationhood. The newly 
gained political autonomy, the argument goes, will make 
this kind of surrogate nationalism obsolete. Further-
more, globalisation is generally seen to be furthering a 
denationalisation of culture. In this context, the close 
linkage between the state, sports and national identity 
may be increasingly perceived as an historical construc-
tion of a particular era, that is open to change, and may 
actually be in the process of being unravelled.
However, empirical evidence from Scotland does not nec-
essarily suggest a decoupling of football and national 
identity. What is happening, though, is another trans-
formation of this very complex relationship. So yes, Cel-
tic Glasgow and Glasgow Rangers have become part of a
31
32
truly international football circus. They both intended 
to play in the English league (but were blocked in this 
effort) and both have been firmly behind schemes to cre-
ate a European Super League. Increasing international 
transfer opportunities have meant that their teams (and 
even those of smaller Scottish clubs) have become less 
Scottish in origin. At times there was hardly any Scottish 
player left at Glasgow Rangers.
Yet this development has come to a standstill and has 
even been reversed. Both Rangers and Celtic now reg-
ularly field a majority of Scottish players in their first 
teams. A look at the line-up of the Scottish national team 
shows close connection to the two major Scottish clubs. 
Internationalisation does not necessarily mean dena-
tionalisation. Again, Richard Giulianotti has shown that 
modern technology, like satellite TV has actually reig-
nited national identification at the transnational level. 
What we are witnessing since a few years is a burgeoning 
of Celtic and Rangers Fan Clubs of Scottish expatriates 
in the US and Canada.31
On the other hand, cheap flights have made it much 
easier for Scots to follow their team abroad. Despite its 
rather mixed performance, the Scottish national side still 
draws record numbers of supporters for its away games. 
When Celtic played in the UEFA Cup finale in Seville in 
2003, 80.000 Celtic fans were there. It was described 
as “the largest single movement of people across Europe 
since the Second World War”32 – hardly evidence for the 
decreasing importance of football in Scotland.
On the home front, the Scottish Football Association has 
predictably rejected the proposal for a joined UK team
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at the London Olympics in 2012. Questions like, would 
such a team get the support of the Scots? Who would 
pick the team and how many Scots would play in it? And 
last but not least, fears that such an all-UK team might 
in the long run compromise the separate status of Scot-
tish football were crucial points in this debate.
Furthermore, with the Scottish Parliament in place, the 
functional need for football as surrogate for national 
politics may have been reduced, yet the institutional ca-
pacity for nation-building via sports (and in particular 
football) has strongly increased. There is now a Scot-
tish ministry for Arts, Culture & Sport funding a special 
agency for the implementation of Scottish sports policy 
(sportscotland). It will come as no surprise that football 
receives by far the largest share of government funding. 
Clearly the new nationalist Scottish government will do 
everything to support a distinct Scottish frame of refer-
ence for the consumption of the world’s most popular 
cultural product.
So just as football was more than a surrogate for nation-
alist politics in the pre-devolution period, the political 
institutionalisation of the Scottish nation in the form of 
the Scottish Parliament has not deprived football of its 
status as a national game.
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6. Conclusion
Both, the making of Scottish national identity as well as 
football‘s role in its making are heavily contested. The 
arguments I have presented here are possible readings 
of this complex relationship, but are of course open to 
counter arguments and criticism. In their most con-
densed form my findings may read as follows:
1. While reflecting and reproducing existing social di-
visions, football in Scotland has nevertheless been 
highly instrumental for the formation of a collective 
Scottish national identity.
2. Its substantial input to this identity cannot be re-
duced to simple slogans. Instead the meaning of 
football for Scottish identity and the kind of Scot- 
tishness that is expressed through football have 
to be revealed continuously by analysing different 
forms of football related cultural practices.
3. The close linkage of football and national identity 
in Scotland is a historical construction that is open 
to change. What we are witnessing at the moment, 
though, is not a reversal of this process but a com-
plex transformation of a strongly embedded interre-
lationship.
In making my arguments, I have referred to different 
methodological and disciplinary approaches. It is my 
contention, that if we really want to grasp the meaning 
and the significance of football – and for that matter of 
any other cultural practice – such a pluralistic concep-
tion of Social and Cultural Studies is essential. Luckily 
for sociologists and scholars of cultural studies there re-
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mains a lot to be done until football in Scotland – and 
elsewhere – is eventually decoded. In the meantime I am 
going to enjoy the beautiful game and keep my fingers 
crossed for the Scottish team.
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